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This mobile App, Pizarra, aims to make the most of the university community through the existing information structures and platforms to provide a communication channel for community members that is split from teaching and learning but can extend its use to personal relationships between students and teachers.
TRANSFORMING THE STUDENTS COMMUNITY INTO A SOCIAL NETWORK
An added value that can be obtained from a Student Information System is an existing structure and predefined relationships for their own activity. Students and teachers are grouped around a backbone formed by the university, different campuses, schools and faculties, syllabi, courses and class groups.
The relationships between teachers and students are often supported by eLearning platforms. In a class group you can find peers who share not only a physical or virtual location, but the need to solve common questions for their learning plan. Basically, the students must be able to communicate with their peers and with the teacher, must be able to access the resources of the courses, share a calendar of events and finally see their grades. The same applies to the teacher.
As dealing with separate systems, some mechanisms have to be provided to integrate information from Student Information Systems (oriented to academic management) and eLearning platforms (oriented to teaching). This integration, often carried out in a homemade way, gives a powerful set of people, information and resources to put them together and provide services to the community. Facebook, Tweeter or WhatsApp are applications used by millions of people. People who communicate in such networks have different self-defined relationships whether personal or professional. The advantage of pooling information from a Student Information System and an eLearning platform using a mobile device is that a number of groups within the community can be created automatically at the opening of the academic year from the information defined during enrollment.
The students are required to enroll but they have vested interest in the results of their studies. Thus, the first feature that is made available to a student on his mobile device is to obtain the final grade for a course that has just been completed. From there, through a strategy of iterative upgrades of functionality, other information related to his/her file is added, and finally, the ability to start sharing messages between members of the group, with the teacher, in small groups, open, etc.
SIGMA provides to the community a full integration between VEGA Student Information System and the university Moodle/Sakai eLearning platform. In 2012 SIGMA has developed and set up a native application for the most popular used mobile systems, Android and iOS, called Pizarra.
On the basis of the feature that allows the students to see their grades online and in real time accessing the eLearning platform information, Pizarra enables the teacher to send messages to the class group members (students and other teachers), who receive notifications of new posts on their mobile devices.
Additionally, the teacher has a web version integrated in Moodle with the same functionality, so that from the eLearning platform he can send messages to the Pizarra App used by the students in his class group.
Moreover, Pizarra allows students to send messages to class group members (including the teacher), and all members to comment the messages in conversation mode as a blog.
Pizarra provides functionality which starts to generate a social network concept at the moment that allows users to create their own groups, different from automatically defined class groups, to share their messages on Twitter and Facebook and to create an easily accessible channel for the analysis of feedback on user experience and / or using tools such as Google Analytics.
Pizarra is still under development and in Summer 2013 will release new versions that will incorporate features to allow users to attach files to messages, to define favorite Meeting Points (Cafeteria, Lawn, Library, etc.) and to send one-click messages to "my colleagues" to meet in those places.
To integrate uploading and downloading notes and material in shared spaces, as DropBox or Google Docs, for "my colleagues" to see (not necessarily related to the course), complementing the shared space in the eLearning platform, will be a new feature too.
Once the community is established, the university will be able to use the new network with web functionality Virtual Bulletin Board, from which faculties could send institutional messages to the community groups, who will receive them again in the Pizarra using their mobile devices.
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